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THE ILIAD AND ODYSSEY OF INDIA.* 



There exist two ^eat, two colossal, two unparalleled epic 
poems in the sacred language of India which were not known 
to Europe, e7en by name, till Sir William Jones announced 
their esdstence ; and which, since his time, have been made 
public only by fragments, by specimens bearing to those vast 
treasures of Sanskrit literature such small proportion as 
cabinet samples of ore have to the riches of a silver mine. 
Yet these most remarkable poems contain all the history of 
ancient India, so far as it can be recovered, together with 
such inexhaustible details of its political, social, and religious 
life, that the antique Hindoo world really stands epitomized 
in them. The Ola Testament is not more interwoven with the 
Jewish race, nor the New Testament with tiie civilization of 
Christendom, nor the Eoj^au s^h the recorjls- and.' destinies 
of Islam, than these two Skh^P^^b poems witb^th^t un^siaaaging 
and teeming population whi'Ji^Jter Hiyestv rul^B as'Btilpress 
of Hindostan. The stories, songs,^an^ ji^^Uada, ^9 histories 
and genealogies, the nursery t^i^ a^^^K^eligiau^ discourses, 
the art, the learning, the philoGopfiy5^|]|ip'cr«<»dg,'tl£e morali- 
ties, the modes of thought, the verj ^rasos, Kiragfr, turns 
of expression, and daily ideasx>f tlid^^uicioq,tveo|Ud a^e taken 
from these poems. Their children an^ \^ip wiv^d^are named 
out of them ; so are their cities, temples, streets, and cattle. 
They have constituted the library, ike newspaper, and the Bible, 
generation after generation, to all the succeeding and count- 
less millions of Indian people ; and it replaces patriotism with 
that race and stands in stead of nationality to possess these 
two precious and inexhaustible books, and to drink from them 
as from mighty and overflowing rivers. The value ascribed 
in Hindostan to these two little-known epics has transcended 

* The History of India from the Earliest Ages. By J. Talboys 
Wheeler. Vol. I. The Vedic Period and the Maha-Bharata. 
(London: Trubner A Co , 57 and 59, Ludgate Hill.) 

The R&m&yan of Valmiki. Translated into English Verse by 
Ralph T. H. Griffith, M A., Principal ot the Benar< s College. In 
Five Volumes. (London : Triibner & Ca, 57 and 50, Ludgate 
Hill.) 
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4 THE ILIAD AND ODYSSBY OF INDIA. 

all literary standards established here. Thfj are personified, 
worshipped, and cited from as something divine. To read or 
even listen to them is thought by the devont Hindoo soffi- 
ciently meritorious to bring prosperity to his household here 
and happiness in the next world ; they are held also to give 
wealth to the poor, health to the side, wisdom to tiie ignorant; 
and the recitation of certain parvas and shlokes in tnem can 
fill the household of the barren, it is believed, with children. 
A concluding passage of the great poem says : 

** The reading of this Mah&-Bh&rata destroys all sin and pro- 
daces virtue ; so much so, that the pronunciation of a single 
shloka is sufficient to wipe away much guilt. This Mah&-Bh6rata 
contains the history of the gods, of the Rlshis in heaven and those 
on earth, of the Gandharvas and the R&kshasas. It also contains 
the life and actions of the one God, holy, immutable, and true, 
who is Krishna, who is the creator and the ruler ol this universe, 
—who is seeklnff the welfare of his creation by means of his in- 
comparable and indestructible power; whose actions are cele- 
brated by all sages ; who has bound human beings in a chain, 
of which one end is life and the other death ; on whom the 
Bishis meditate, and a knowledge of whom imparts unalloyed 
happiness to their hearts, and for whose gratification and favour 
all the daily devotions are perfbrmed by all worshipi>er8. If a 
man r^a4%the Mah&-Bhfirata and has faith in its doctrines, he if 
firee^ii al^lin,*.ax7Kl i»c^dA tohsay^n after his death.'' 

TCfetfJlt^fii^ ,tia1i!ona^/p/)em»y5lJi6 Mahabharat and the 
Ramayana, ^e literary palladlfCoC India— remain unknown 
to Europep,Vn^ h^e« iievor^ been translated by command of 
the English ^OverajiieDt, ^b^yond question they should have 
been. Noliiingr *in *triiUw'caii ^uite excuse the indifference 
shown m ibife^e|)^ul^ait •!« »an .instance of the want of sym- 
pathy in^*th'^ ol^herw^ Igsind ^d admirable administration 
of British radia ;* tiut it'i^*a;^e/*fOU8 instance, for the task was 
of necessity one unlikely to be performed— if not impossible 
of performance— except by the encouragement and with the 
resources of a powerful Government. The treasures of a 
foreign literature may safely be left to private learning when 
they appear of manageable dimensions ; but these poems, as 
we have said, are enormous, overwhelming, oolossaL They 
go beyond the grasp of any single mind, it wOuld be thought, 
however gifted, to exhaust. The Mahabharat contains 
some two hundred thousand verses; the Bamajrana, about 
fifty thousand. They are poetical encvclopfledias in fact, and 
the British Government might surely nave explored and sur- 
veyed them like a territory of its B&j, ordaining their careful 
translation by some judiciously chosen committee of scholars, 
Sanskritists, and poets, as a work of actual administrative 
duty. This would have formed a monument well worthy of 
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the Enelish name, and the world of soienoe and literature 
would have been justly gn^teftd ; while notiiing coold have 
better developed tibe Imowledge of India in England, or re- 
flected jpreater light upon that mutual origin which is the best 
hope of future times. All this has not been performed offi- 
cially ; but two men of generous self-devotion and boundless 
industry have set themselves to the forgotten duty, and 
their labours have found in the enterprise and liberality of 
the honourable publishing firm of Messrs. Triibner and Go. 
the means of seeing light In justice to this house, which 
has done so much lor the cause of Oriental scholarship, and 
in order to dra^ the attention of the Government and the 
public to the new literary riches that now lie unlocked, we 
intend in this and a following paper to touch in outline upon 
the two poems which quite deserve the name we have given 
them of " The Iliad and Odyssey of India." 

The Bamayana of Valmiki, answering most to the Odyssey, 
has just been completed by the single-handed toil of Mr. 
Balph Gpffith, Principal of the Benares College. The last 
volume of this amazinff piece of fiiithful labour has just 
reached our^ hands, and when it is remembered that the 
whole of that enormous epic has been thus at last translated 
by a single English scholar — amid the constant duties, too, of 
a most responsible official position, and under the trying rays 
of the Indian sun — ^we must pause here to offer to Mr. Griffith 
the tribute* of a sincere admiration. Apart from the poetical 
and scholastic merits of the prodigious work — which we shall 
hereafter consider — we thank him in the name of the British 
people for taking away the old reproach from our rule in 
India by transferring — canto by canto, to the number of no 
less than one hundred and thirty — ^this second grealf epic poem 
of the Hindoos into the language of the Rulers of Hindostan. 
Such a triumph is at once a masterpiece of intellectual perse- 
verance and an honour to Anglo-Indian scholarship ; while, 
we repeat, that to have undertaken the production of so 
veritable an opits magnum reflects much credit upon the 
publishers who have shared in the task. 

We shall return to this marvellous poem, now at last given 
to the English people, and shall show how, by its study, they 
may better understand their Indian fellow-subjects. As for 
the Mah&bhdrata, even more vast than the Bamayana, it 
would seem, as has been said, hopeless to expect that 
any single mind could address itself to the traxuslation of 
that almost endless epic. A bare transcript into curt and 
literal prose would occupy about fifteen ordinary octavo 
volumes, without a note or comment. But, wonaerful to 
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6 THE ILIAD AND ODYSSEY OF INDIA. 

relate, ibis, too, has been acliieved, or nearly so, by a scbolar 
unknown, yet well deserving fame and public grati^de. 
When Mr. Talboys Wheeler was recently oompiling the first 
volume of his excellent ** History of India," a digest of the 
Mahabharata and Bamayana formed a necessary introduction 
to the work. While patiently toiling through the summaries 
and existing extracts of the enormous poem, Mr. Wheeler 
sent to the Calcutta Library for a translation indexed there 
aa ** The Bhagavat-Gita," a mere episode in the epic. The 
librarian forwarded back a huge liS., much embrowned 
by a^e, worm-eaten and faded, indifferently written, and 
forming about nine thick volumes folio. To the joy of the 
historian, this turned out to be not merely the interlude 
whose title was affixe4« but the bulk of the Mah4bhiirata 
itself, in English, good, true, and terse; and from that MS. 
thus casually unearthed, Mr. Talboys Wheeler was able to 
enrich his first volume wiiii the admirable digest of the 
Mahdbh&rata, from which we shall mainly quote. No one 
knows whose patient and untiring brain and pen produced 
and bequeathed this splendid secret treasure. There is some 
reason to believe it was the work of Professor H. H. Wilson, 
whose command of Sanskrit lore was equalled by his wonderful 
powers of application and enthusiasm for such toil. But this 
is^ conjecture only, and we grieve that we cannot pronounce 
with certainty the name which so well deserves to be coupled 
with that of Mr. Ralph Griffith as redeeming the British R&j 
from the discredit of conquering India, and yet leaving un- 
oonquered the two noblest and largest regions of her literature. 
Thanks to this nameless scholar, whose gentle soul, it may be 
trusted, r^aps unimagined reward elsewhere, "full of the 
stately repose and the lordly delight of the dead," we possess 
now a very full conspectus in Mr. Wheeler's History of the 
Mah&bhdrata, and in the fair copy which has been made 
from the old yellow MS. an accurate and almost complete 
translation. What was wanting in this vast labour, the Baboo 
Ch under Ghose — an accomplished Sanskritist — ^translated 
orally to Mr. Wheeler from the Aryan text ; and thus the 
digest and extracts were fully made which we shall now 
briefly notice. 

The •• great war of Bhara t " has its first scenes in Hastina]9ur, 
an ancient and vanished city, formerly situated about sixty 
miles north-east of the modem Delhi. The Ganges has 
washed away even the ruins of this, the metropolis of King 
Bharat's dominions. The poem opens with a "sacrifice of 
snakes," but this is a prelude connected merely by a curious 
legend with the real beginning. That beginning is reached 
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when the fire bods <^ "King Panda the pale" and the five 
■ons of '* King Dhritarashtra the blind/' both of them descend- 
ants of Bharat, are being brooght np together in the palace. 
The first were called Pandavas, the last Kauravas, and their 
life-long fend is the main subject of the epic. Yudhishthira, 
Bhfma, Ariuna, Nakula, and Sahadeva are the Pandava 
Princes. Doryodbana is chief of the Kauravas. They are 
instructed bj one master, Drona, a Brahman, in the arts of 
war and peace, and learn to mani^ge and brand cattle, hunt 
wild animals* and tame horses. There is a striking picture 
in the early portion of an Arvan tournament, wherein the 
young cousins display their skill, " highly arrayed, amid vast 
crowds," and Arjuna especialljr distinguishes himself. Clad 
in golden miul, he shows amazing feats with sword and bow. 
He shoots twenty-one arrows into the Ik^ow of a buffalo horn 
while kis chariot whirls along ; he throws the *' ohakra," or 
sharp quoit, without once missing his victim ; and, after vrin- 
ning the prizes, kneels respectfully at the feet of his instructor 
to receive his crown. The cousins, after this, march out to 
fight with a neighbouring king, and the Pandavas, who are 
always the favoured family in the poem, win most of the 
credit, so that Yudhishthira is elected from among them 
Vuvarqf, or heir apparent. This incenses Duryodhana, who, 
by appealing to his father, Dhritarashtra, procures a division 
of the kingdom, the Pandavas being sent to Vacanavat, now 
Allahabad. All this part of the story refers obviouslv to the 
advances gradually made by the Aryan conquerors of India, 
into the jungles peopled by aborigines. Forced to quit their 
new city, the Pandavas hear of the marvellous beauty of 
Dranpadf, whose StDavamvara, or "choice of a suitor,'^' is 
about to be celebratea at Kampilya. This again famishes a 
strange and glittering picture of the old times ; vast masses 
of holiday people, with Bajahs, elephants, troops, jugglers, 
dancing women, and showmen, are gathered in a gay encamp- 
ment ^round the pavilion of the King Drupada, whose lovely 
daughter is to take for her husband (on the well-understooa 
conation that she approves of him) the fortunate archer who 
can ^trike the eye of a golden fish, whirling round upon the 
top/of a tall pole, with an arrow shot from an- enormouslr 
string bow. The Princess, adorned with radiant gems, holds 
a 0arland of flowers in her hand for the victorioos suitor, but 
n<nie of the B^ijahs can bend the bow. Arjuna, disguised as 
Brahman, performs the feat with ease, and his youth and 
^ race win the heart of Dranpadf more completely than his 
skill. The Princess henceforth follows the fortunes of the 
brothers, and, by a strange ancient custom, lives with them 
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in common. The PandaTas, now allied to the Eling Dmpada 
and become strong^, are so much dreaded by the Kanravas 
that they are invited back again, for safety's sake, to Hastina- 
pura, and settle near it in the city of Indraprastha, now 
Delhi. The reign of Yudhishthira and his brothers is very 
prosperous there ; " every suWect was pious ; there were no 
liars, thieves, or cheats ; no droughts, floods, or locusts ; no 
conflagrations nor invaders, nor parrots to eat up the grain,*' 

The Pandava King, having subdued all enemies, now per- 
forms the Rajasuya^ or ceremony of supremacy, and here 
again occur wonderfully interesting pictures. Duryodhana 
comes tinther, and his jealousy is inflamed by the magnifi- 
cence of the rite. Among other curious incidents is one 
which seems to show that glass was already known. A 

avilion is paved with " black crystal," which the Kaurava 
_ kince mistakes for water, and ** draws up his garments lest 
he^iQuld be wetted." But now approaches a turning point 
in the ep&^-v^rious at the wealth and fortune of his cousins, 
Duryodhana mvibtetflttiem to Hastinapura to join in a great 
gambling festival. Tfeft passion for play was as strong ap- 
parently with these antiqiwj Hindoos as that for fighting or 
for love ; " No true Kshatriyaspaust ever decline a challenge 
to combat or to dice." The brotii««P go to the entertainment 
which is to ruin their prosperity, forlfi^rani. ^^ naost skilful 
and lucky gambler, has loaded the " odtiqpun," so as to win 
every throw. Says the poet : 

Then Yudhishthira and Sakuni sat down toVlay, and what- 
ever Yudhishthira laid as stakes, Duryodhana laA^ something of 
equal value; but Yudhishthira lost every game.\He first lost 
a very beautiful pearl; next a thousand bags eac»contfdning 
a thousand pieces of gold; next a piece of jjold so pTlT® that it 
was as soft as wax ; next a chariot set with jewels. and\ "j^^^lK ^J 
round with golden bells ; next a thousand war elephawts with 
golden howdahs set with diamonds ; next a lakh of sl^^^ »l 
dressed in good garments ; next a lakh of beautiful slatl^ /T ^ * 
adorned from head to foot with golden ornaments; nextl*" the 
remainder of his goods ; next all his cattle: and then theV^^^f^l 
of his Ri|, excepting only the lands whicn had been Ranted 
to the Brahmans. 

After this tremendous run of ill-luck, he madly s^ 
Draupadf the beautiful, and loses her. The Princed 
dragged away by the hair, and Duryodhana mockingly 1 
her come and sit upon his knee, for which Bhfma the P 
dava swears that he will some day break his thigh-boa 
a vow which is duly kept. But the blind old King reb ' 
this fierce elation of the winner, restores Draupadf, 
declares tiiat they must throw another main to decide who^ 
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shall leave Hastinapnra. The cheating Saknni oogs the dioe 
again, and the Pandavas most now go away into the forest, 
and let no man know them by name for thirteen years. They 
depart, Dranpadi unbinding her long blade hair, and vowing 
never to fasten it again till the hands of Bhfma, the strong 
man among the Pandavas, are red with the punishment of 
the Kanravas. " Then' he shall tie my tresses an again, 
when his fingers are drippinp^ with Dnhsnsana's blooa." 

We pass over the long episodes of their adventures in the 
jungle till the time when the Pandavas emerge* and, still 
disguised, take up their residence in King Vir&ta*s city. 
Here the vicissitudes of Dranpadi as a handmaid of the 
Queen, of Bhfma as the palace wrestier, of Arjuna disguised 
as a eunuch, and of Nakula, Sahadeva, and Tudhishthira, 
acting as herdsmen and attendants, are most absorbing and 
dramatic. The virtue of Draupadi, assailed by a Prince of 
the State, is terribly defended by the giant Bhima ; and when 
the Kauravas, suspecting the presence in the place of their 
cousins, attack Vir&ta, Arjuna drives the chariot of the Heir 
l^pparent, and victoriously repulses them with his awful bow 
iffandtva. Subjoined is the curious passage relating to the 
punishment of Draupadf s insulter : 

When Bh(ma had thus promised to chastise Kfehaka, Draupadf 
was filled with jov, and agreed to act according to his words; 
and when the night was over she returned to the apartments 
of the women, and did her duty as she was accustomed. Now 
it so happened that after a while Kfehaka paid another visit to 
his sister, the R&nf; and he began, as his custom was, to set 
himself off in the presence of Draupadf, and he said to Draupadf, 
" RaJa Virfita clmnot interfere with me, for all his affairs are in 
mv hands ; if, therefore, you refuse any longer to become my 
vdfp, I shall carry you away by my own power, and the Raja 
will sav no more to me to-day than he did yesterday. But if 
you will accept me as a husband, and enter my house, I will do 
you no harm ; and I will rive you a hundred pieces of gold 
every day, and a hundred slaves and slave girls to wait upon 
you and a chariot, drawn by mules to be always at your com- 
mand." And Draupadf answered: "How can I refuse such 
generosity ? but I yield on one condition only. I know that you 
admit many ftienas into the apartments of your women, and if 
my consent should be known unto thein, it may bring both you 
and me to shame Moreover, I have five invirible Gandharvas 
who watch over me; and should they discover this matter they 
veill slay you." So it was agreed between them that at midnight 
Draupadi should ffrant a meeting to Kfehaka in the dancing- 
room. 

Kfehaka then left the palace, and went to his own house, and 
his heart was filled with delight ; but be was so impatient to 
meet Draupadf that the remaining half of the day appeared to 
him like half a year ; and when it was night he arrayed himself 
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in new garments, and perfUmed himself with the choioest 
odours, and he was more replendent than he had ever been 
before, in the same way that a lamp becomes most brilliant Just 
before it goes out. Meanwhile Draupadt had gone to Bhfma, 
and told nim all that she had done, and Bhfma said that he 
would slay Kfchaka in such a fashion that no man should dis- 
cover who had done it. So when the hour of midnight arrived, 
Kfchaka went in all ioy and expectation to the dancing-room, 
and, seeing in the darkness that somebody was there, he thought 
it Draupadt, and put out his hand to take hold of her; but at 
that moment Bhima arose from the gloom in great wrath and 
seized him by the hair of his head, and would have dragged him 
to the ground, but his locks were oiled, and he slippea through 
the fingers of Bhima. Now Kfchaka was a wamor of great 
valour and exceeding strength, and he so fell upon Bhfma 
that they struggled mightiry together, and they fought with 
their clenched nits, and tore each other with their nails, and 
strove to throw each other to the ground. And Bhfma was 
brought to the earth ; but he put forth all his strength, and 
seizing hold of Kfchaka, he whirled him swiftly round his head, 
and dashed him against the ground and he put his knee upon 
the breast of Kfchaka, and kneaded him as a baker kneads bread, 
and pommelled him until the soul of Kfchaka departediout of his 
body, and Bhfma broke every one of his bones into the smallest 
pieces, and formed his body into a mere ball of flesh. Bhfma 
then lighted a lamp, and brought in Draupadf , and showed her 
all that he had done, saying, " This will I do unto any man that 
offends you." And Draupadf r€|}oiced greatly, for she saw that 
she had been fully avenged. 

Then Bhfma departed out of the palace and went to the eook- 
room. and fell asleep; but Draupadf went and called the watch- 
men of the palace, saying, " Kfchaka forced me to grant him a 
meeting in the dancing- room, notwithstanding all my warnings 
that the invisible Gandharvas would slay him; and behold, 
when he came to me, the Gandharvas, who are my defenders, 
fell upon him and slew him, and his dead body is lying there.'' 
So the watchmen lighted a lamp and went in, and they beheld 
the dead body of Kfchaka like a ball of flesh, and they said one 
to the other, " Surely, no man hath done this. It must be the 
Gandharvas." And as soon as it was morning there was a great 
uproar amongst the people, and the whole city was in com- 
motion, for it was said that the mighty Kfchaka, who commanded 
all the soldiers of the Raja, had been put to death by the Gan- 
dharvas, out of his love for a woman. And the brothers of 
Kfchaka hastened to the spot, and saw the dead body, and 
desired to take it away to the place of burning; and when they 
saw all the women of the palace gathered together, their eyes 
fell upon Draupadf, and they said one to the other: *' This is the 
woman on whose account our brother has been murdered— we 
cannot kill her, because it is not proper to kill a woman. Let 
us then burn her with the dead body of Kfchaka, and since he 
died out of love for lier, let him espouse her in the world of 
Ghosts." 
They then went into the presence of the Bi^a, saying, *< We 
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wish to barn th« waiting maid, who oanaed the death of 
Kfohaka, alonir with the corpse of our brother.'' And the Ri^a 
WA8 in awe of his wife's brethren, and dared not forbid them; 
for it is an old proverb that the brother-in-law is master of the 
house. So they seized Draupadf by force, and bound her with 
cords, and threw her upon the bier of KIcnaka, and went out of 
the city to bum her alive, together with the dead bodv. And 
Draupadf, seeing that her life was in mortal peril, shrieaed and 
screamed in piteous tones, and the air was flUed with her cries. 
All this while Bhfma was lying asleep in the cook-room, when 
he was awakened by the cry of Draupadf ; and he rose up and 
hastened out of the palace to follow her to the burning ffround ; 
and he went to the city wall and threw himself from the ram- 
parts, for he would not go through the city gate lest he should 
be known. 

Then Bhfma drew his hair over his fisce, so that no man could 
discover him, and tore up a large tree by the roots, and carried 
it on his shoulders as a club, and went with all speed to the 
place of burning. And as he came near. Draupadf saw him, and 
knew who he was ; and when the brethren of Kfchaka beheld 
Bhfma approaching them, they were seized with trembling, and 
said, *< This is the Gandharva ; let us fly and leave this woman, 
who is the cause of all our sorrows." Thus saying, they left 
Draupadf and the dead body of Kfohaka, and fled towards the 
city, and Bhfma returned to Draupadf and released her; and 
they went back to the city by different ways, so that no one 
might know that the Riga's cook was the terrible Gandharva. 

After all these evidences of prowess and the help afforded 
in the battle, the King of Virata discovers the princely rank 
of the Pandavas, and gives his daughter in marriage to the 
son of Arjona. A great coiftioil is t^en held to consider the 
question of declaring war on the Kaaravas, at which the 
speeches are ^uite Homeric, the god Krishna taking part. 
The decision is to prepare for war, bat to send an embassy 
first. Meantime Duryodhana and Arjuna have a singular 
contest to obtain the aid of Krishna, whom both of them 
seek oat. This celestial hero is asleep when they arrive, and 
the proud Kaurava, as Lord of Indraprastha, sits down at 
his head— Arjuna more reverently takes a place at his feet, 
Krifibna, awaking, offers to give his vast army to one of them, 
and himself as councillor to the other; and Aijuna gladly 
allows Duryodhana to take the army, which turns out much 
the worse bargain. The embassy, meantime, is badly re- 
ceived ; but it is determined to reply by a counter message, 
while warlike preparations continue. There is a great deal 
of useless negociation, against which Draupadi protests, like 
another Constance, saying, '* War, war ! no peace ! peace is to 
me a war!" Krishna consoles her with the words, "Weep 
not ! the time has nearly come when the Kauravas will be 
slain, both great and small, and their wives will moam as 
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j^u have been mourning." The ferocity of the Chief of the 
Kaaravas prevails over the wise oonnsels of the blind old 
king and the warnings of Krishna, so that the fatal conflict 
most now begin upon the plain of Kumkshetra. 

All is henceforth martial and storm v in the " parvas " that 
ensae. The two enormous hosts march to the field, General- 
issimos are selected, and defiances of the most violent and 
abusive sort exchanged. Yet there are traces of a singular 
civilization in the rules which the leaders draw up to be 
observed in the war. Thus, no stratagems are to be used ; 
the fighting men are to fraternize, if they will, after each 
combat ; none may slay the flier, the unarmed, the charioteer, 
or the beater of the drum ; horsemen are not to attack foot- 
men, and nobody is to fling a spear till the preliminary 
challenges are finished ; nor may any third man interfere 
when two combatants are engaged. These curious regula- 
tions — ^which would certainly much embarrass Moltke — are, 
sooUi to say, not very strictly observed, and, no doubt, were 
inserted at a later age in the body of the poem by its 
Brahman editors. Those same interpolators have overloaded 
the account of the eighteen days of terrific battle which 
follow with many episodes and interruptions, some very 
eloquent and philosophic; indeed, the whole Bhagavad^Oita 
comes in hereabouts as a religious interlude. Essavs on 
laws, morals, and the sciences are grafted, with lavish 
indifference to the continuous flow of the narrative, upon its 
most important portions ; but Uiere is enough of solid and 
tremendous fighting, notwithstanding, to ptde the crimson 
es of the Iliad itself. The field glitters, indeed, with 



ings and Princes in panoply of gold and jewels, who engage 
in mighty and varied combats till the earth swims in blood, 
and tne heavens themselves are obscured with dust and 
flying weapons. One by one the Eaurava chiefs are slain, 
and Bhfma, the Giant, at last meets in arms Duhsusana, the 
Eaurava Prince who had dragged Draupadf by the hair. 
He strikes him down with the terrible mace of iron, after 
which he cuts off his head, and drinks of his blood, saying, 
*' Never have I tasted a draught so delicious as this. So 
furious now becomes the war that even the just and mild 
Arjuna commits two breaches of Aryan chivalry, killing an 
enemy while enp^aged with a third man, and shooting Kama 
dead while he is extricating his chariot-wheel and without 
a weapon. At last none are left of the Kauravas except 
Duryodhana, who retires from the field and hides in a 
chamber under a table. Hie Pandavas find him out, and 
heap such reproaches on him that the surly warrior comes 
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forth at length, and agrees to fight with Bhfroa. The dnel 
proves of a tremendous nature, and is decided by an act of 
treachery; for Arjuna, standing by, reminds Bhfma by a 
gesture of his oath to break the thigh of Duiyodhana, 
because he had bidden Draupadf sit on his knee. The giant 
takes the hint, and strikes a foul blow, which cripples the 
•£[aurava hero, and he falls helpless to earth. After this 
the Pandava Princes are declared victorious, and Yudhishthira 
is proclaimed King. 

The great poem now softens its martial music into a pathetic 
strain. The dead have to be burned, and the living reconciled 
to their new lords ; while afterwards King Yudhishthira is 
installed in high state with "chdmaras, golden umbrellas, 
elephants, and singing." He is enthroned towards the East, 
and touches rice, flowers, earth, gold, silver, and jewels, in 
token of owning all the products of his realm. Being thus 
firmly seated on his throne with his cousins round him, the 
Bajah prepares to celebrate the most magnificent of ancient 
Hindoo rites, the Aswamedha or Sacrifice of the Horse. It is 
difficult to raise the thoughts of a modem and Western public 
to the solemnity, majesty, and marvel of this antique Oriental 
rite, as viewed by Hindoos. The monarch who was powerful 
enough to perform it chose a horse of pure white colour, 
" like the moon," with a saffron tail, and a black right ear ; 
or the animal might be all black, without a speck of colour. 
TbJB steed, wearing a gold plate on its forehead, with the 
royal name inscribed, was turned loose, and during a whole 
vBar the king's army was bound to follow its wanderings. 
Whithersoever it went tiie ruler of the invaded territory must 
either pay homage to the King, and join him with his 
warriors, or accept battle ; but whether conquered or peace- 
fully submitting, all these Princes must follow the horse, and 
at the end of the year assist at the sacrifice of the consecrated 
animal. Moreover, during the whole vear the King must 
restrain all passion, live a perfectly purined life, and sleep on 
the bare ground. The white horse could not be loosened 
until the night of the full moon in Choitro, which answers to 
the latter half of March and the first half of April — in fact, 
at Easter-time ; and it may be observed here that this is not 
the only strange coincidence in the sacrifice. It was thus an 
adventure of romantic cohquest mingled with deep religion 
and arrogant ostentation, and the entire description of the 
Aswamedha is most interesting. The horse is found, adorned 
with the golden plate, and turned loose, wandering into 
distant regions, where tiie army of Arjuna, for it was he who 
led Yudhishthira's forces, goes through twelve amazing ad- 



Digitized by VjOOQ IC 



14 THB nJAD AND ODTSSET OF INDIA.. 

▼entares. They come, for instanoe, to a land of Amazons, all 
of wondexful beaaty, wearing armour of pearls and gold, and 
equally fatal either to love or to fight with. These daggling 
enemies, howoTer, finally snbmit, as also the Bajah of the 
rich city of Babhra-T&hand, which possessed waUs of solid 
silver, and was lighted with precious jewels for lamps. The 
serpent people, in the same way, who live beneath tiie earth 
in the oitv of Vasnki, yields, after combat, to Arjnna. A 
hundred thousand million snakemen dwelt there, with wives 
of consummate loveliness, possessing in their rea^ gems 
which would restore dead men to life, as well as a fountain 
of perpetual youfch. Finally, Arjuna*s host marches back in 
great glory, and with a vast train of vanquished monarchs, to 
tiie city of Hastinapnr, where all the subject Kings have 
audience of Yudhishthira, and the immense preparations begin 
for the sacrifice of the snow-white horse. This is a passage 
which, although not perhaps of equal antiquity with much 
of the epic, may be quoted, lor its strange minuteness of ritual 
and old-world interest. 

A golden throne was set up in a high place for Mahan^a 
Dhritarashtra, and beneath that was aDother throne for Raja 
Yudhishthira: and thrones of gold and sandal-wood were 
arranged for all the other RaJas and chieftains according to their 
several qualities and dignities; and the Mahari^a and all the 
Rajas and chieftains took their seats npon the thrones. And all 
the wives and other ladies of the Rigas came to the assembly 
and were arranffed and seated on their own side, each one in the 
place appointed, for her. And when all assembled were seated, 
Kaja Yudhishthira and DraupadI bathed themselves; and the 
space of ground reauired for the sacrifice was duly measured 
out, and a golden plough was brought, and two bullocks were 
harnessed to the plough Then Raja Yudhishthira roae up, and 
with his own hand drove the bullooks and ploughed that space; 
and DraupadI followed the R^a and carried a parcel of all the 
different grains which were grown in the R^-Bharata, and 
sprinkled the grains as fast as the RaJa ploughed. And the 
Br&hmans sat along with the ladies, and whilst theRi^ a ploughed, 
both the Br&bmans and the ladies offered up prayers in his 
behalf with a loud voice. The space of ground was then covered 
with four hundred golden bricks, and the sage Vyfisa, ac- 
cumpanied by Vasishtha and Nfirada and other llishis, seated 
themselves on the golden pavement. The Raja then commanded 
that eight pillars should be set up round that golden pavement, 
and a roof covered with gold was set over the pavement, and a 
banner was fixed on the top of each pillar. Then eight large 
pits were dug, in order that the ?Mma of^milk, curds, and clarified 
butter might be prepared therein, and eight large sacrificial 
ladles were fumistied for casting the homa on the sacrificial fire, 
and large cloths of skin were sown together, on which was 
placed a portion of every vegetable which is food for man. and 
a portion of every medicinal herb which was produced in that 
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Bdj, and the whole was put into the hotnOf and Vffisa was 
appointed to be President of all the Brfthmans, who were to 
obey his orders as to the performance of the horna. And all the 
most famous Rishis were present at that sacrifice, and they 
selected the most distinguished persons to sit side bv side of the 
place where the homa was performed. And Raja Yudhishthira 
sat with a deer's horn in his hand, and Vy&Ba desired him to 
command that sixty-four of the principal Rajas and Rishis in 
the assembly should go with their wives to the banks of the 
Ganges, and that both they and their wives should fill pitchers 
with the Ganges water, and bring it to the place of the sacrifice. 
And Krishna, and Aijuna, and Bhfma, with a great party of 
Rajas and Rishis, each one accompanied by his wife, proceeded 
to the banks of the Ganges, all with pitchers on their heads ; and 
along with them went a company of musicians with drums and 
trumpets and other musical instruments, and many dancing 
girls likewise danced before them 'And when those who had 
gone to the banks of the Ganges for water had filled all their 
pitchers, they took the pitchers on their heads and returned to 
the place of the sacrifice, preceded by the musicians and singers 
and the dancing girls. Th^n Raja Yudhishthira commanded 
that splendid dresses should be brought for all those who had 
carriea the water, and he caused both the Rajas and their wives 
to be dressed therewith, and he put a chain of choice jewels on 
each of their necks, and put a betel nut into each of their mouths, 
and he ordered fires to be lighted in the pits that were dug for 
the homaf and the various ingredients to be presented to the fire. 
Then the Raja's brethren and kinsmen brought loads of gold and 
jewels and clothes, together with many elephants, horses, and 
cows, and gave to each Brdhman in such quantities that they 
were all fully satisfied and contented. 

After this, a throne made of sapdal-wood, covered with gold, 
was brought for Raja Yudhishthira. And the Raja sat thereon, 
and those around him took off his clothes, and all those persons 
who had brought water from the Ganges took up their pitchers 
and poured the water over the R^a's head. The horse was then 
brought, and the remainder of t^e water with which the Raja 
had Deen bathed was poured upon the horse's head. Then 
N&kula opened the mouth of the norse and said: " The horse is 
speakingl" and those around him cried out: "What does the 
bor«e say ? " N&kula replied : *' The horse says: * In other yagaa 
wherein a horse is sacrificed, he goes to Swarga, which is the 
heaven of Indra; but I shall go far above Swarga.'" Then the 
horse y^as washed, and the scimitar was brought, and Daumya 

Eat the scimitar into the hands of Bhfma, and bade him slay the 
nrse. And Bhfma lifted up the scimitar to give the horse a 
blow, when Daumya said: ''^O Bhfma, have patience a moment 
while I try the horse.*' So Baumva took hold of the horse's ear 
and pressed it, when suddenly milk ran out to the astonishment 
of au present Daumya then said to Bhfma: "I see that the 
horse is pure, and I am certain this sacrifice is acceptable and 
will be accepted. Now strike 1 " So Bhfma struck a blow and 
cut off the head of the horsp, and no sooner was the head severed 
from the body than it mounted towards the sky and soared out 
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Of Bight, and the body fell down upon the spot. Then Krishna 
and the other Rajas and the Rishis came up and opened the 
horse's belly. And when they divided it a light came oat of it, 
and Krishna said: " O Rsja Yudhishthira, I have never beheld 
so clean and pore a horse, and I am now assured that this 
sacrifice of yours has reached the heaven of Vishnu." 

After Bhtma had opened the belly ot the horse, the flesh began 
to smell of camphor, and Daumya took out the camphor-like 
flesh with the sacrificial ladles, and cast it upon the fire and 
made homa of it, and said: "Indra, take this fledh, which has 
become camphor.'' At that moment Indra, with a crowd of gods, 
entered the assembly. All present then paid their respects to 
Indra, who came up to Vvasa and took the remainder of the 
flesh, and gave a portion of it to each of the gods, and the smoke 
that rose from that fire was all perfumed. 

Then Krishna arose and embraced Raja Tudhishthira, and 
gave him joy of his sacrifice, and said. '* Be the sacrifice pros- 
perous ; for no one has ever performed the like, and the fame of 
It will last as long as the world endures.'' Rsga Yudhishthira 
replied: "All that has come to me has been entirely by your 
favour." Then Krishna, with all the R^jas and principal Rishis, 
poured pitchers of water over Yudhishthira and Draupadt, and 
bathed them. Then all that remained of the medicinal herbs 
that had been brought to make the ?Mma was reduced to powder, 
and a ball of it was given to each of the persons present to eat ; 
and by so doing Ra^a Tudhi<>hthira gave to each one a share of 
the merit of that aswamedha, and last of all Raja Yudhishthira 
partook of it himself. Then all the musical instruments strack 
up a symphony of rejoicing for the close of the yaga: and Kunti, 
with all her maidens and dependents, manifested every sign 
of joy, and bestowed great quantities of goods in gratitude to 
the gods who had enabled her son to perform so great a yaga, 
and nad accepted the sacrifice. And all the materials for the 
homa were collected into one place, and the Br&hmans uttered 
blessings over them and threw them all at once into the fire. 
And when the Ri^a had finished bestowing his largesse's upon 
the Brfihmans, he turned to the R^jas and gave to each a 
thousand horses of the first quality and a hundred war elephants 
and one crore of gold coin, and to each of the Ritas' wives he 
gave everything that was necessary for a bride on her wedding 
night, including gold and precious Jewels and splendid clothes. 
Yudhishthira then gave to each of the sons and kinsmen and 
friends of Krishna twice as much as he had given to the Rajas ; 
and the next day Krishna took leave and set off for Dwaraka, 
and all the other Ri^as took leave in like manner, and set off 
for their respective countries. 

After all these stately celebrations, it might be expected 
that the great poem would conclude with the established 
glories of the ancient dynasty. But, if the martial part of 
the colossal epic' is *'Ksnatriyan," and the religious episodes 
" Brahmanic, the conclusion breathes the spirit of Buddhism. 
Yudhishthira sits grandly on the throne, but earthly greatness 
does not content the soul of man, nor can riches render weary 
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hearts liappy. A wonderful scene, which reads like a rebnke 
from the dead addressed to the living apon the madness of 
all war, occurs in this part of the poem. The Pandavas and 
lihe old King Dhritarashtra being together by the banks of 
the Gknges, the great saint Yyasa onaertakes to bring back 
to them all the dead, slain in their fraternal conflict. The 
spectacle is at once terrible and tender. *' They all went/' 
says the Mahabh&rat : 

And the day passed away so slowly that it seemed like a whole 
year to them, and at last the sun went down, and they all bathed 
in the river by command of Vy&sa, and said their prayers, and 
UaiB. Tudhifththira and his brethren were on the side of Y v&sa, 
and Maharaja Dhritarashtra stood before them, and everybody 
else stood where places could be found. Yy&sa then went into 
the water, and prayed and bathed ; and he then camf out and 
stood by Dhritarashtra, and called upon the names of each of 
the persons who had been slain, one by one. At that moment 
the river began to foam and boil, and a great noise was beard 
rising out oi the waters, as thoogh all the slain men were once 
again alive, and as though they and their elephants and their 
horses were bursting into loud cries, and all the drums and 
trumpets and other instruments of music of both armies were 
Btrikuig up together. The whole assembly were astonished at 
this mighty tempest, and some were smitten with a terrible fear, 
when suddenly they saw Bhishma and Drona in full armour 
seated in their chariots and ascending out of the waters, and all 
their armies arrayed as they were on the first day of the Mah&« 
Bh&rata. Next came forth Abhimanyu, the heroic son of AHuna, 
and the five sons of Draupadf, and the son of Bhtma with his 
army of A suras. After these came Kama, and Duryodhana, and 
Sakuni, and Duhsasana, and tbe other sons of Dhritar&shtra, all 
in full parade, seated upon their chariots, together with many 
other warriors and Rajas who had been slain. All appeared in 
great glory and splendour, and more beauiifU than when they 
were uive, and all came with their own horses and chariots, and 
banners, and arms, and every one was in perfect Mendship with 
each other, for enmity had departed ftt>m among them, and each 
one was preceded by his bard and eulogists who sang his praises, 
and very many singing men and dancing girls appeared with 
them. Now, when these warriors had come out of the river, 
their widows, and orphans, and kinsfolk were oveijoyed, and 
not a trace of grief remained among them ; the widows went to 
their husbands, and the daughters to their fathers, and mothers 
to their sons, and sisters to their brothers, and all the fifteen 
years of sorrow which had passed since the war of the Mahft 
Bh&rata were forgotten in the eestaoy of seeing each other again. 
Thus the night passed away in the ndness of joy, but when the 
morning had dawned all the dead mounted their chariots and 
horses and disappeared, and those who bad gathered together to 
behold them prepared to depart. And Yy&sa. the sage, said that 
the widows who wished to rejoin the dead husbands miffht do 
so : and all the widows went and bathed in the Ganges and came 
out of the wator again, and kissed, one by one, the feet of 
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Dhritarashtra, and then went and drowned themselvea in the 
river; and through the prayers of Vy&sa they all went to the 
loved ones they wished, and obtained their several desires. 

Bat this revealing of the invisible world deepens the dis- 
content of the Princes, and when the sage Vyisa tells them 
that their prosperity is at an end, they determine to leave 
their kingdom to younger Princes, and to set ont with their 
faces towards Mount Meru, where is Indra's Heaven. If, 
haply, they may reach it living, there will be an end of this 
world's Joys and sorrows, and " union with the Infinite " will 
be obtamed. We shall imitate, in our last quotations, the 
sUoke or anushtup verse of sixteen syllables, in which ihe 
original ** Mahabharata " is mainly composed— 

With Draopadf and the Princes the King went from the city gate, 

The high-souled sons of Panda and the famous Princess fol- 
lowing them 

For life eternal longing, and worldly things all abandoning. 

To many lands they wandered, and hill and wilderness traversed 
they. 

In the front walked Yudhishthira, and next him masterfU 
Bhfma came. 

After Bhima the mild Aijuna, and Nakula and Sahadeva then, 

And sixth came sweetest Draupadl, dark browed and with 
loveliest lotus-eyes, 

And last came TudMshthira's dog. 

Far they travel together till in the distance is seen rising 
immense Himavat, and the highest peak of this range. 
Mount Meru itself, where God Indra dwells. But at this 
point Draupadf sinks exhausted. She had been faultless in 
love, but too much attached to things of earth, and her soul 
accordingly failed in its final task. Then Sahadeva and 
Nakula fall dying, and Arjuna also ; the poet relating at each 
calamity what earthly imperfections caused thus their want of 
power to reach the holy mount. Bhima dies last, guilty of want 
of tenderness towards his enemies, and none of the princely 
company now survives but Yudhishthira, the Eling. Be, fol- 
lowed by the dog, strides on towards the abode of the ^fods, 
not looking behind him; but, with sad eyes and dechuing 
strengtli, ever pressing towards the place of rest And here 
occurs one of the noblest religious apologues not only of this 
ffreat epic, but, we venture to think, of any creed— a beautiful 
fable of faithful love, which may be contrasted, to the ad- | 
vantage of the Hindoo teaching, with any scriptural represen- 
tation of Death, and of Love, ** which stronger is than Death." 
miere is always something selfish in the anxiety of orthodox 
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people to save their own soqIb, and onr best religiooa langoage 
la not free from this taint of pions egotism. The parva of the 
Hahabharata which contains Ynohishthira's approach to 
Indra's paradise teaches, on the contrary, that deeper and 
better lesson — 

The gate of heaven opens to none alone. 

Save thou one sool, and it shall save thine own. 

The good Pandava King has passed all dangers safely, and 
stands secure, but alone, upon the summit of the holy hill. 
Suddenly a strain of oelestiail melodjr rings through the golden 
air, and Indra appears in |iis chariot. "Ascend," the God 
cries ; " my Heaven awaits thee ; " but the King replies : 

Oh, mighty Indra I yonder there lie joyless all my brothers 

true; 
I cannot enter Heaven and leave those dear lives fallen away 

from me. 
And Draupadf, the sweet-faced one, a king's child, fair and 

virtuous. 
If I go she must enter too. Oh, Indra, have pity on those 

I loved, 

Indra. 

In Heaven, Monarch, thou wilt find thy brothers ; they all have • 

safely come ; 
They all are there, with Draupadf; tarry not, then, thou son 

of Bharat. 
Arrived thy kinsmen are and Queen ; but so as the dead come 

have entered they. 
Their soiled and fleshly garments doffed ; but thou shalt enter 

living, oh King 1 



Yudhishthiea. 

And this dog, too, O Indra, here I 'tis a true beast that has 
followed me 

All the long journey, fi&ithfuUy ; indeed, Lord 1 I have com- 
passion on it. ' 

Indra. 

Eternity and friendship with the holy Gods and felicity 
In my high Heaven hast thou this day attained ; leave, therefore, 
the brute to die» 
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YUDHISHTHIRA. 

The beet men do some eyil, bat the wont love that which; 

loveth them. 
If thy HeaTen doth ooet so dear a price as my dog's pain, let 

it lack me. 

Indba. 

On earth, wherever a dog shall come, unholy, are purest 

sacrifices. 
Leave what is low and base to die ; Heaven now will be enough 

for thee, 
Thou cam*8t here, leaving DraupadI >- thy brethren all thou 

earnest leaving too. 
8tay*8t thoa, then, at Heaven's door, for a hound? Nay, Monarch, 

mount and ride quickly. 

YUD^ISHTHIRA. 

When on yon earth our dead die, neither love nor hate again 

they feel. 
Neither can ever help them there, else never there had 

I quitted them. 
Worst of the four great crimes of life is treason done to 

faithful love. 
This brute hath fiathfttlly followed me ; I will to hell if he 

goeth. Lord 1 

But the dog was all the while Yam a, the God of Death, 
disguised; and that grim Deity, as he resumes his proper 
form, praises the gentle -hearted King, and leads the way 
into Paradise. Yet another trial, however, awaits his perfect 
virtue, for on entering the jewelled gates of Indra's abode, 
Yudhishthira beholds the Kauravas, but not his own kinsmen, 
there ; and believing himself deceived, tums*^away and strides 
downwards to the gate of Narak, the Br&hman heU. Outside 
its dismal portals he is assailed b^ noisome odours and 
horrible sights, but he hears the voice of Draupadf inside, 
and beats fiercely for entrance. As the ghastiy porch opens, 
the foul and murky air suddenly clears, the evil noises ttum to 
exquisite music, hell becomes a dissolving vision — maya — an 
illusion, which gives place to the real and glorious Heaven of 
the high Gods; and Yudhishthira, thrice -tried and found 

Serfect, obtains immortal bliss for himself and for all those 
ear to him. 

Such is the barest outline of this mighty and ancient poem, 
which has had far more rapt listeners than ever the " Iliad " 
or " Odyssey " could boast— which may claim a grander scheme 
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and higher aims than either, and which in man:|r a beantifiil 
and sonoronB passage does not yield in mosic or invention or 
majesty to the flow of Homer's own Greek. Ontside the 
main story and its manjr episodes the gigantic work contains, 
as an ocean embraces islands, the separate compositions of 
the fihagavad-GKta, with the legends of TTriaTinft and the 
three f&mons stories of Nala and Damayanti, DevaTani and 
Vayati, and — ^though this was interpolated— Chanarahasna 
and Bikya. The Mahabharata is, m tmth, an ocean of 
poetry, whose coast-line we have merely^ indicated, yet we 
have accomplished onr porpose in praisin g t he industry 
which has summarized it in Mr. Talboys Wheeler's ad- 
mirable first volume ; the spirit which has aided him 
in Messrs. Triibner's well-known interest in Oriental 
learning ; and the devotion, above all, of that nameless scholar 
whose toil has sounded tor ns the depths of this almost 
bojindless sea. We have dipped bat a cap or two from its 
musical wavelets of love alternating with mighty polling 
billows of tempestuous passion, and sinking back again into 
ripples of restful peace and the calm of the dark waters at 
nignt. It was our desire, while doing justice to a recent 
notable work, to convey some slight idea to the English 
public of this vast antique epic, which to the present hour 
feeds with by-gone but immortal melody the hearts of all the 
Indian people. If we have effected this, our purpose is 
accomplished. In another paper, and on a future occasion, 
we h<^)e to notice the remarkable translation which Mr. 
Kalph Griffith, of the Benares College, has achieved from 
the Sanskrit of that sister-poem of the Mahibh^ta— the 
voluminous B&m^ijana. 
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